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A MODERN METER OF EGYPTIAN-ARABIC VERSE 

Bt W. H. T. Gaibdneb 

Cairo, Egypt 

Despite the exhortations of Western savants, colloquial Arabic 
cannot yet be said to be employed for literary purposes. The col- 
loquial only reaches print in the comic papers, which cannot be called 
literature. In these papers poems of a sort are frequent, most of 
them purely comic and frivolous. But, as satire is sometimes a 
serious affair, it happens that some of the satirical odes which appear 
in such papers come nearer to being serious and literary than any- 
thing else that is written in the colloquial. 

A specimen of these odes is given below, because of two points 
of philological interest which emerge from it. 

1. The first point is that the meter, though not precisely identical 
with any other classical meters, is perfectly regular, and bears a strong 
resemblance to the classical meter called sarf^: — mustafHlun, mustaf- 
Hlun, fdHlun in both hemistichs. Indeed, if f&Hlun were replaced by 
faHun in the second hemistich we should have a true san'^.^ The 
meter of our ode may be diagrammatized as follows: 

- - ^ - - - ^ - ^_in both hemistichs. 



The arrangement of the rhyme of its five-line stanzas is a 6 a 6 c, 
where c persists throughout the ode, while a b changes in each stanza. 
2. But a more notable point is that the perfect regularity of the 
meter depends upon its being read precisely according to the laws of 
elision, etc., which govern Egyptian colloquial .speech. It comes as a 
wonderful vindication of the assertions of western writers on 
Egyptian colloquial with respect to these laws, especially as they have 
been recently elaborated in the writer's Egyptian Colloquial Arabic 
(pp. 36, 37), to find that these verses can only be scanned when these 
deduced laws are appUed with the utmost completeness. No more 
satisfactory or complete vindication can be imagined of the assertion 

> Except that the alternative ^ in the first syllable o{ the second and third feet would 
not be permissible. Another way to regard this meter would be as a sort of ragaz. 
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that Egyptians, when they speak, do in fact speak according to these 
laws. Among the principles thus consistently carried out* are: 
(a) the dropping of final vowels except where a word ends in two 
consonants; (b) the insertion of a passing vowel when a word ends 
in two consonants, e.g., hamnC' (I. 4); (c) the eUsion of short, 
unaccented, open i or u when preceded by an open syllable, e.g., kidbu 
for kidibu (1. 60), mihdmi htaFna for mihdmi bitaFna (1. 61); (d) the 
shortening of a naturally long syllable before two consonants, when i 
has been elided for the reason just mentioned, e.g., hafz {hafiz>hdfz) 
(1. 62); and generally, e.g., rasiil for rami (1. 2); (e) practical 
abolition of hamzatu I qat^, e.g., w umm is surur for wv'umm (1. 8); (/) 
the loss of length through the loss of accent, e.g., goz for goz (1. 41), 
and dayPni for ddyPni (in the same line); (g) the restoration of 
length when accent is restored, e.g., wafa li (1. 7), where but for the 
enclitic li we should have wdfa. 

The very fact that the Egyptians are unconscious of this regularity 
is only an additional proof that these matters are the essence of the 
colloquial language, not accidents of it, and are therefore obligatory 
and not optional to whoso desires to speak that language well. 

The few exceptions to the above general statement are clearly 
only the momentary influence of the literary language. 

Specimen of the scansion : 

Ahlan wl sah|lan y& ba,shl|r„il hana|| 

> Naturally It Is the meter, not the character that proves this, for the poem is printed 
in nnvoweled Arabic. A hint, however, is every now and then dropped by the Arabic 
characters themselves, e.g., o 'or ^ , 1. 26. 
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SA'^DAKi ZAHAR, YA MA§Ri, FIL MU^TAMAR 

1 Ahlan wi sahlan, ya bashlr^il hana, 
Rastil l^abibi^illi samah bil wi§al! 
=Aret "^alain nashrat?" wi nult il muna, 
Wil hamm' zal, wil huzn' shal^il 4zal; 
Balaght' 'a§di wil "^azul^inta^ar. 
6 Wagib "^alayya^l yom^awaffi^n nudur 
Lamma wafa li munyati bil wu'^ud; 
W^umm is surur '=ala 1 tabayib tidur, 
W^afrab wi p.li'^ bakhti sa^d is su'^ud, 
Wi mutribi^yghanni li "^nsak badar!" 
11 Mush ^ult* lak ya =albi kullu yiziil, 

Ben in naMr wil 161 yisawwa 1 '=agab ? 
Mush =ult* lak ya 'albi ^sbur tintil 
=A§dak wi ba"^d il ^uzn' ylgi t tarab ? 
Shuf il '^agab min mudhishat il qadar! 
16 =Alu^l ^awazil "=urbi hubbik bi^Id," 

Lamma ra^li^ghyabu ^an i§ §abbi tal; 
Lamma ra'u sho^'i wi wagdi yizld: 
Ma yi4amush_il bal dawamu mu^al? 
Ser il liyali kullu ^ikma^w '^ibar. 
21 Tibat "^ala farsh il humfim wi§ §i'am, 

Wish shams' \i^'= bish shifa wis surur! 
Tibat fi khof wi§ ^ublji* yigi^b salam, 
Ylgi^l farag min ba'^d' dP i§ §udur! 
La buddi ma„ynul^il miu-dm min §abar. 
26 =Alu"l=agab! '=in nds tishufu^f Ragab!'" 
Kaldm saljfh wi §id=' min gh6r kaMm! 
Shufndh wi zdl kull'^l "^agab bis sabab, 
Ha^^i kunna kullina fi manam, 
Tafsiru khalla kasr* khd^ri^ngabar. 
31 Rut ya '^azuU kull' ^5lak fadul, 

Ahwdh wi jihwani l^ablb il fu'ad! 
Eh f ^i'^tizarak ba'^d' wa?lu ti=ul? 
Ba'^d is suhdd wil bu'^d' tamm il murad, 
Tamm il murdd, 'amma^nta ^ufshur fashar! 
36 Dayi^tini^w dayi'tu, 'arnma sa^Il! 
Fuddak min il =ol il "^arid it tawil! 
Wi^b tiddil da<^wa wala^lhash dalil, 
Ti^ul ti'^fd ; kullu kalam mista^H! 
Di da'^wa batla ^and' =ahl_in nazar. 

s SaM, the name of SaM Pasha Zaghlul, the Nationalist leader, means "Felicity.' 
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TRANSLATION 

THY FELICITY HAS BEEN MANIFEST, O EGYPT, AT THE CONFERENCE 

1 Welcome, right welcome, Evangelist of happiness, 

messenger of my beloved, bringing consent to union! 

1 have recited "Hath He not expanded (thy breast) ?" and have obtained 

my desire; 

Anxiety has gone, and grief has removed its furniture; 

I have reached my object, and the Detested one has committed suicide. 
6 I must this day perform my vows. 

Since my desire has performed for me my promises. 

And the Mother of Pleasure (wine) goes round among the friends. 

And I rejoice and have drawn Sa'^d of Gladness for my lot, 

And my sweet singer sings to me "Thy joy has arrived!" 
11 Did I not say to thee, my heart. Everything ceaseth. 

Between morn and evening every mystery is explained ? 

Did I not say to thee, my heart. Have patience and thou shalt obtain 

Thy purpose, and after grief cometh delight ? 

Behold, the mystery is among the marvels of Fate* 
16 The Detested ones said. Far be the nearness of thy Love! 

When they saw how his absence from love was prolonged, 

When they saw my longing and my passion increase. 

Do they not know that the perpetuation of a changing state is impossible ? 

The sequence of the evenings is itself a philosophy and instruction. 
21 (For) you go to rest on the couch of sorrow and sickness, 

And the sun rises with healing and with joy. 

You go to rest in fear, and the morning comes with peace; 

ReUef cometh after compression of the breast. 

He who waits patiently must obtain his desire. 
26 They said, "A wonderful thing! 'Folk shall see it in Ragab.'" 

True word! truth without dispute! 

We have seen it, and the mystery has gone with that which caused it. 

Verily we were all of us in a dream; 

And its interpretation has caused my broken heart to be healed. 
31 Go, my Detested, all thy speech is superfluous, 

I desire him, and he desires me, — the beloved of my heart. 

What wUl you say to excuse yourself when we are united ? 

After wakefulness and separation, our desire is fulfilled. 

Our desire is fulfilled; but as for you, drivel on! 
36 You have annoyed me, you have annoyed him: oh wearisome! 

Cease from talk so long and broad! 

You pretend pretensions that have no proof; 

You state, repeat, — and 'tis all impossible talk, 

'Tis an empty claim in the judgment of the thoughtful. 
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41 Zaman goz^ummi kdn dayi^ni kitir, 
Wi hiyya kanit minnu talba t t^la^; 
Wi kutt^ana fil '^umr^ lissa §aghlr, 
Wi kunna daiman fi nizd'= wif khina^', 
Wil "^sha kanit '=esha ghamm'^w kadar. . 
46 Wi kan wa§I ^alayya ; ^il tadritu, 

"Gawaza wi^w§aya wi ^esha marar! 
Wi zeyyi bet il '=ankab<it kilmitu, 
BaMf yibargilna fi '^izz in nahar, 
Wi 'ismu ma'^rtif lil bulfs wil ghafar. 
51 Alldh la yibrimna min il mun§ifln, 
lUi yighiru '=al hu'ti^ wish sharaf . 
5a=Pi inn ^ Allah ma'^a^j §abirin! 
If rat ba'a^w ^d in nagaf ya nagaf, 
W^i"^zim ba'a^s ?abwdt wi kull il '^itar! 
56 <^Aleh rafa^na da'^wa fil mukhtalat, 

<:Ashan himaya^bta^ dagal, maghrabi! 
Kunna ^f minakfa wif =awanta wi labat, 
Akhritha wi^l^yatak wi ha==^in nabi, 
Ma'^ru wi talff'u wi kidbu zahar. 
61 Kan^il mijjami^bta^na fadil nabih, 

Hafz U 'anfin, 'ustdiZ fi '^ilm U l^u=u=; 
Wi^l 'adi kd,n '^adil wi tahir nazlh 
■^An kull* =adi fin nazaha yifu' 
Pukmu li saUljna bi "^adlu §adar! 
66 Kisibt^ana w^ummi 1 =adiyya, wi kan 
Y6in qd wi tiannuna gaml= il giran. 
^Azuli, =atki lak l^ikaya ^ashan, 
Tifham ma^aniha bidtin turgaman, — 
Kaman la bud tikfin simi'^t il khabar. 
71 Biddi =aqul lak w^inta "^a^il labib, 

II gadd' ghanna lu 1 hizdr, ya zarlf ! 
Ya Mi§r' ma li she khilafik l^blb, 
W illi yilumni^f hubbi "^a^lu khaflf, 
Sa=dik zahar ya Mi§r> fil mu^tamar. 
76 Shukr^il =ildh wagib "^alena 'akid, 

Wil tamdu luh '^ala^l gamF fard' ^n. 
Fadlak wi gudak ya Hamid ya Magid, 
Bil Mu§tafa gadd^il^EEasan wil 9usen 
Ta-hd_t Tuhami^l Hadi Sayyid Mudar! 
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41 Long has my stepfather annoyed me utterly, 

Whfle my mother, too, was ever demanding divorce of him; 

I was the while still a minor, 

And we were continually in strife and quarreling, 

And our life was a life of misery and trouble. 
46 He was my guardian. Said that gentleman, 

"I have the marrying of him, and the guarding of him, and his life shall 
be bitter." 

His speech is as the spider's web. 

Sorcerer! hebespeUsmeinfuUdayUght; 

And his name is known to the police, and to the night watchman. 
51 May Allah not deprive us of the equitable, 

Who have zeal for men's rights and honor! 

Verily "Allah is with the patient!" 

Rejoice therefore and light the chandeliers, my beauty. 

And go, bid the gallants, the "bloods" one and all. 
56 We have brought an action against him in the Mixed Tribunals, 

For he is a protected subject — ^fraud! Westerner! 

We kept arguing, and blustering, and talking. 

And the end of it, by your life and the truth of the Prophet, 

Was that his bluff and fraud and falsehood were made manifest. 
61 Our Counsel was an excellent, inteUigent man, 

Learned in the law, a master of jurisprudence. 

And the judge was just, clean, uncorrupt, 

Surpassing all other judges in uncorruptness. 

And, in his justice, his sentence was given for vs. 
66 My mother and I won the suit: it was 

A day of festival; all the neighbors felicitated us. 

O Detested one! I'll tell thee a story, so that you may 

Understand its meaning without an interpreter. 

Besides, you must have already heard its matter. 
71 I want to tell you, and you are rational and sensible — 

(Jest sings its song to Earnestness, my fine fellow) — ■ 

Egypt, I have no other beloved save thee, 

And whoso blames me for my love is a fool. 

Thy Sa'^d (felicity) has been manifest, Egypt, at the Conference. 
76 Thanks to Allah is assuredly our duty. 

And praise to him is unconditionally incumbent on all. 

Give us thy favor and thy grace, O Praiseworthy, Glorious one, 

Through Mustafa, the grandfather of Hassan and Hussem 

Ta-He, the Man of Tuham, the True Guide, the Lord of Modar. 

Khaleel Nazeee 
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<^- 1!'^' cA „^- ^ui> ,,pi ,1, 
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_r^'^ <W^ '-t?/*^ *^ '> 

O^y 0>^-^- Ue^ rV^' o^'^-^'^.^^^'^-'^ 

c->:t> MJ^^ ^^ >i-\ ^JiU^\^ JU J>^>, 



